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Introduction
“Barel, the son of a Communist deputy from Nice, belongs to a Communist party
organization made up of physicists and chemists. He is a secretive, cautious theoretician. We
know very little about his activities, but we think that in addition to propaganda work...he is
using laboratories at the university and is skilled in crafting explosives.”1 Lucie and Raymond
Aubrac were famous communist-aligned resistance fighters in the French Resistance and worked
with communists such as Barel, who was an explosives expert. Barel and the Aubracs are a few
examples of communists in the French Resistance who supported the fight against the German
occupation. The French Resistance in the Second World War accomplished great feats which
were in no small part due to the resistance efforts of French Communists. They were one of the
most if not the most well equipped to resist Germany once they occupied France after the Battle
of France in June of 1940. This was due to the fact they had experience hiding as enemies of the
state and direct combat experience. Due to these advantages, they were able to become a large
force that helped tie down German units inside of France to stop their attacks. The communists
also gained popularity after the war due to their actions in the resistance.
Communists have been overlooked in official histories due to the political climate in
France after the war which led to myths being created about the communists. Charles de Gaulle
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who led the French Resistance, and his supporters known as Gaullists, wanted to lower the
support the communists enjoyed by attacking their role in the resistance. For example, the French
population believed the Communists did not resist before 1941, that they did not resist all that
much, and that they were largely ineffective or unworthy of note due to how little they
contributed to the resistance effort. As mentioned earlier, these kinds of myths were founded
primarily due to ideological and political reasons. The myths were not directly challenged until
the 1970s, around the time detente was taking place between the United States and the Soviet
Union. Secondary sources from this era looked at these myths and corrected them using sources
directly from the communists themselves instead of solely relying on the Gaullist version of what
had transpired in an event. The shift in thinking during the 1990s can be attributed to Henry
Rousso and his book The Vichy Syndrome which not only openly challenged some of these
myths but showed their origins. Rousso and his book opened the doorway to set the record
straight about the French Resistance including the Communists and their contribution to the
resistance as a whole. In modern times, historians look at the organization of the resistance as a
group of many different types of individuals and this is where this paper fits in. This paper
follows the current historiography by looking at sources from the 1970s until 2020 to prove how
the communists resisted without being influenced by political and ideological reasons.
This paper looks at primary sources including letters from communist resistors, letters
from individuals killed as a result of communist resistance, the memoir of Lucie Aubrac, reports
from German forces in France, and interviews from two individuals who fought alongside the
resistance. By looking at sources such as The Vichy Syndrome and primary sources from resistors
in France during WWII, this paper will prove that the resistance would not have been as effective
as it was without the Communists. Secondary sources used in this paper to look at the actions of

the communists will be used to strengthen the evidence used from the primary sources. In the
end, this paper aims to dispel the myths commonly associated with the Communists, show what
they accomplished and the impact they had on the resistance as a whole. It will show what the
Communists truly accomplished like lending their experience in combat and hiding from the
state to the French Resistance as a whole and the downplaying what the French Communists did
was based upon ideological and political differences that flared up after the war.
Historical Context
At the outbreak of the Second World War, the Communist Party was banned in France
because of the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, a non-aggression pact between the Soviet
Union and Germany in 1939, and the Soviet control of the French Communist Party due to their
funding of the organization This led them to become hunted by France and later on the Vichy
state to limit their influence such as stopping the production of communist newspapers. The
Communists fought in the Spanish Civil War from 1936 to 1939 which gave them experience in
combat as well as Spanish Republicans from the civil war joining the resistance. After France
signed an armistice with Germany, the Third Republic fell and was reorganized into Vichy
France. Vichy France was the legitimate successor state to France. To ease some of the
restrictions imposed upon them after their defeat, Vichy France collaborated with Germany to
provide labor and Jews to the German authorities but also up to and including military
collaboration. Free France was the splinter faction within France that wanted to keep up the
ongoing fight against Germany. Free France was formed by de Gaulle who at this time was a
brigadier general, to continue active resistance against German. Free France was considered a
puppet government in exile of Britain by most of the world because of the low support they had
among the populace of France and the heavy reliance on Britain for legitimacy. Free French

Forces did not have much in terms of men, equipment, and land to continue their fight, they had
to rely solely on what their Allies could give them until they took French Equatorial Africa.
The French resistance was at first not an organized group and was mainly small splinter
groups. This also applied to the Communists pre-1941 due to orders from Moscow. The Soviet
Union as mentioned earlier controlled the French communist party, they controlled the party
because they provided most if not all of the Party’s funding. The Soviet Union after the signing
of the non-aggression pact with Germany, did not want to start any conflict with Germany
whether it was indirect or direct. Therefore, the Soviet Union told the French communist party
not to resist after the Fall of France to not give Germany a reason to attack the Soviets and keep
most of their focus on the Western Allies. This is why a large number of Communists did not
outright resist the Germans before June 1941 but this did not stop a few Communist groups from
sprouting up and resisting Germany on their own. However, Communists did collaborate with
Germany, “The Party began negotiating with the Germans in the months directly following the
armistice to get its popular newspaper L’Humanite legalized again. This fact was quite
embarrassing to the PCF in later years for it showed its willingness to cooperate with the
Germans.”2 The Communists were not alone in not resisting in large numbers before 1941 since
no political or any type of group organized large-scale resistance at all outside of de Gaulle and
his forces outside of France. Only on a small scale was there communist resistance such as
handing out anti-German propaganda as early as August 1940.3 It would not be until mid-1941
that the Soviets finally allowed the French communists to begin resisting outright.
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On June 22 1941, the German Reich invaded the Soviet Union to secure the resources
they needed to win the war and wipe out their greatest ideological enemy. This invasion, known
as Operation Barbarossa, convinced the Soviet Union to allow the French communists to resist
the Germans outright. While the Soviet Union was fighting for their very existence on the
Eastern Front, the Soviets hoped that the Western Allies would pressure the Germans in the form
of a continental invasion of Europe. Before that could happen the Allies needed a great deal of
time to prepare and plan such an invasion so they, in turn, relied on various uprisings and
pressure from resistance groups to help tie down forces in occupied nations to keep them away
from the Eastern Front. After 1941, the Communists moved away from primarily resisting
indirectly and non-violently like handing out pamphlets to direct and violent forms of resistance.
The communists started to carry out assassinations, ambushing patrols, organizing and executing
prison breaks, and other actions which were not always welcomed by the French as Nazi
retaliation for killing German soldiers was generally inflicted on the local population. After
1941, communists and others started to form legitimate resistance groups, and in 1943, joined
with other resistance groups to form the CNR.
In 1943, with the formation of the National Council of the Resistance (CNR), the
Communists started large-scale operations. The CNR made up the bulk of the Resistance forces
which also included the Communists resistance groups along with other fringe groups like
Spanish Republicans. After the Liberation of Paris in August 1944, Resistance members were
redesignated as the French Forces of the Interior (FFI) and became regular army units as parts of
France were liberated. Free France actively engaged in combat with Vichy forces for control of
the colonies, such as French Equatorial Africa. The French Resistance refers to the people inside
of France that actively resisted the Nazis until D-Day when they formed the French Forces of the

Interior. The National Council of the Resistance fed intel to the Western Allies and also
participated in nonviolent and violent acts of resistance against Germany and their forces in
France. After the Liberation of Paris when they became regular army units, France fielded in less
than a year the fourth largest Allied army in 1945 with 1.2 to 1.5 million troops.
Historiography
The myths surrounding Free France, the French Resistance, and Vichy France have gone
through a few historiographical phases starting just after WWII then a shift happened in the
1970s and the last major shift took place in the 1990s. In the later years of WWII and its
immediate aftermath, historians established myths surrounding the three French groups due to de
Gaulle and his supporters wanting to rewrite France’s involvement in WWII to show France in a
better light. De Gaulle and his supporters portrayed Vichy France as unable to maintain popular
support among the French mainland population, that Vichy was not the legitimate government of
France, and that there was minimal collaboration between Vichy and Germany. The primary
myths surrounding Free France were that it was a white European resistance that was primarily
made up of Frenchmen and they enjoyed popular support in the mainland. Mythologies of the
French Resistance were the opposite of Vichy: that they enjoyed popular support among the
populace and that France was a nation of resistors which meant most of the populace was
resisting from the start. The myths that involved the communists in French Resistance focused
on the role they played in the resistance, the idea that they did not resist before 1941 and after
1941 they still hardly resisted at all. Gaullists overlooked the Communists to gain support for
themselves among the populace and the French believed the Gaullists. This section will focus on
the historiographical shift that has occurred from the 1970s to the 1990s and the shift from the
1990s to the present day to examine how and why these myths took place.

These myths surrounding France and the Second World War were not directly challenged
by historians until the 1970s and 1980s. From the 1940s to the 1960s, the myths were propagated
by films and books to hide France’s collaboration with Vichy and help “regain their honor”.
Henry Rousso is a historian that specializes in French history during the Second World War
coined the term Résistancialisme (Resistance-ism) as a way to describe how France’s
involvement in WWII has been greatly distorted. Movies such as Les Honneurs de la Guerre
(Honors of War) which was filmed in 1960 and featured in 1962, had to undergo several
revisions because of how they portrayed the occupation and the Milice, a political paramilitary
group sponsored by Vichy. Gaullist authorities did not like how the film gave an unfavorable
view of the Resistance and France during the German occupation. The myths started to be
corrected after the death of de Gaulle in 1970 when historians took a new approach to look at
French History during WWII as Gaullists lost support and power once their leader passed away.
In the 1980s, historians looked even closer at France’s past due to highly publicized trials held in
France against famous Nazis like Klaus Barbie and books that were written due to these trials by
resistors like Lucie Aubrac’s Outwitting the Gestapo. In the 1990s, there was a shift in thinking
that can be attributed to Rousso and other historians to understand why these myths were
propagated. For example in his book The Vichy Syndrome, Rousso openly challenged some of
these myths and showed how these myths came to be. The book also showed how the armistice
left a lasting scar on the nation that helped drive these myths by Gaullists to restore their ‘honor’.
France starts to regain its past, 1970s
In reality, Vichy had broad support in the populace, actively collaborated with the
German governments and they were seen as the legitimate government of France after the fall of
the Third Republic in June 1940 until the Liberation of Paris in August of 1944. Those who

collaborated were from the lowest levels to the highest offices of the government, like Admiral
François Darlan of the French fleet who sought active military collaboration with Germany. This
is shown in the article Darlan between Britain and Germany 1940-41 by Robert Melka in 1973
which is around the time the historiography on the relationship between Vichy and Germany
began to argue that collaboration between the two existed. The article is based upon documents
obtained from the German military mission, foreign office, and the diary of Admiral William
Leahy of the US Navy. The article goes on in detail about Admiral Darlan’s desire for closer
collaboration with Germany up to and including active military collaboration.4 The French
government at first collaborated “involuntarily” but as time went on this involuntary
collaboration turned into voluntary collaboration so Vichy could benefit from friendlier relations
from Germany. . Historian Roderick Kedward challenged myths of communist involvement in
the resistance in 1975 through his use of sources directly from the communists like L'Humanité.
Kedward explains how this myth of no communist resistance before 1941came to fruition,
“conduct of the Party between September 1939 and June 1941 is held to be a mere appendage to
this single act of Russian foreign policy. As a result, the communists are credited with no
opposition to Germany invading or occupying forces until June 1941.”5 This is important
because it was during the 1970s that these myths started to be challenged by historians like
Kedward but would be a few decades before information like this became more commonplace
among historians. Gaullist politicians tried to diminish the role the Communists played in the
resistance, to lower their support among the populace and show that no communists resisted
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before 1941 even though a small segment of the communists resisted. Gaullists lost a lot of
steam in this endeavor due to de Gaulle’s death in 1970.
The Reason for the Past is now Understood, 1990s
The shift in historiography in the 1990s can be attributed to Henry Rousso and The Vichy
Syndrome published in 1991. It is one of the most important works that transformed the
historiography of France during the Second World War because of the way it challenged the
myths of the French Resistance and Vichy. In his book, Rousso talks about the effects memory
has played in changing the perception of Vichy and the Resistance due to what the nation went
through: “It is no accident that these events were all associated with times of deep crisis for
France’s national unity and identity. These are the times that have left the most lasting, most
controversial, and most vivid memories--all the more so that each new crisis has fed upon its
predecessors”6 The lens of memory that Rousso uses is intended to show how the perspective of
an event has changed, the Resistance and their actions formed the basis of France’s memories of
the war because of de Gaulle and his supporter’s efforts in hiding the shame France bore as a
result of aiding their enemy. Therefore memory of what happened has changed due to political
interference from de Gaulle. This new Gaullist version of the memory is now what officially
happened even though it is different from what occurred. Rousso looks at sources like
government documents, official court documents, and letters, such as those between de Gaulle
and Jean Rémy. Then linking together how they changed memory, and therefore prescription of
an event over time because of how de Gaulle and his supporters have changed it. By changing
the perception, the general population of France changed how that particular event is
remembered and as time went on it became the official story of what happened. This was done to
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hide what France had done during the war such as actively collaborating with Germany in
rounding up French Jews. It was also done to help heal the nation due to the traumatizing
experience of the war. By analyzing the events of France through the lens of memory, it allowed
Rousso to show how the French Resistance was not a massive and popular resistance like it has
been said many times because of the trauma France went through due to the war.
An example from The Vichy Syndrome, in June 1959, de Gaulle traveled to MontMouchet to pay his respect to the French maquis who had fought and died at the same place in
1944.7 De Gaulle went to this in uniform because of the occasion and greeted Colonel Gasper
who led the maquis with an “emotional voice”, affectionately thumped Gasper’s stomach, and
then gave a short speech about the battle, honoring the dead and Gasper.8 This is a stark contrast
to what had happened around 11 years earlier when de Gaulle was in the area on his way to
Auvergne in July 1945 with the Sultan of Morocco but refused to visit Mont-Mouchet. When he
met Gasper during this time he took no special notice of him as he did 11 years later.9 This is
because in 1945 de Gaulle did not want to give any special standing to the maquis because of
politics and later in 1956 it was not so much to honor the maquis as it was to honor the
Resistance as a whole.10 This shows that by looking at history through the lens of memory like
Rousso does, we can prove how de Gaulle and his supporters wanted to change the perspective
to benefit politically. This is only one example of how the prescription has changed because of
actions like those done by de Gaulle that are now looked at closer by historians.
David Pike wrote an article in 1993 about French communists and the Resistance
between 1939-41 and exposed the political and ideological actors that come into play when
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looking at resistance history. In the 1990s historians started to challenge the myths about the
resistance like Pike does and efforts like these by historians started to become more mainstream.
For example, while a majority of communists did not actively resist before 1941, there was a
small faction that defied the orders coming from the Soviet Union and actively resisted the
Germans once their nation was occupied, which Pike explains as, “aligning them with the cause
of England and de Gaulle because of their anti-fascist struggle told them they were natural allies,
acted not merely without the Party’s backing but in open violation of the Party’s orders.”11 Pike
uses sources from L'Humanité which was the main communist newspaper and sources from
Charles Tillon who was the leader of the French Communist Resistance and one of the main
leaders of the communist party. This was written after the Vichy Syndrome which Pike also uses
in his analysis to show how the perception of communists has changed and uses sources directly
from the communists themselves to challenge and correct the myth.
Modern era of Historiography
Robert Gildea in his book Fighters in the Shadows released in 2015 has helped to expel
the myths of the resistance such as the notion that only French males resisted.12 Gildea uses
primary sources from French archives like the French communist archives and secondary sources
written by other historians like Rousso and Douzou to illustrate how different people from all
walks of life came together and resisted the Nazis such as communists being an effective part of
the resistance. So effective that Gildea shows how post-war elections held in France reflected the
popular support the communists enjoyed. Gildea argues that France developed a central myth of
the French Resistance to deal with the trauma they endured as a result of their defeat, occupation,

11

Pike. "Between the Junes”, 480. Accessed February 24, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/260642.
Robert Gildea. Fighters in the Shadows: A New History of the French Resistance, (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2015.), 16.
12

and virtual civil war.13 This central myth was that France was always resisting and never
collaborated, a myth perpetrated by de Gaulle via ceremonies and other public events. This myth
never exercised complete hegemony over the Communists due to the power and support of the
population they enjoyed after the war.14 This caused issues with de Gaulle since the communists
did not agree with his version of the Resistance. Terry Crowdy is a military history author who
wrote French Resistance Fighter that brings the resistance into a more accurate light. One issue
raised in his book is the Allies' distrust of the Resistance and what this cost the Resistance in
terms of supplies.15 Crowdy does so through the use of sources that came directly from
Frenchmen living at the time like the memoirs of Henri Frenay, a French military officer, and
Charles Tillon. The Vichy regime is scrutinized closer in the modern era such as their friendly
relations that resulted from their collaboration with Germany. Vichy benefited in the form of
easing the restrictions that were included in the armistice they signed with Germany. This is
shown in the book France in the Second World War by historian Chris Millington in 2020.
Millington looks at how France collaborated during the war and did so voluntarily.16 Millington
does this by using primary sources as well as secondary sources from historians like Rousso, Eric
Jennings, and others to dispel the myth of Vichy not collaborating. Millington looks at the Dark
Years of France, about when they were under occupation, to present help students of history
understand the historiography of France during WWII.
The book Free French Africa in World War II written by Eric Jennings talks about the
common myth that has plagued the resistance forces that were outside of France. Free France
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was not the “French” resistance that Gaullists made it out to be and is an “African” Resistance
due to the large amount of support they received from Africans. Jennings does this by looking at
the contributions from French Equatorial Africa via the lens of an African Resistance and
dispelling the myth that the Free France part of the resistance was primarily made up of
Frenchmen. Jennings looks at this African Resistance by studying archives of documents from
African nations that formed out of French Equatorial Africa after the war. As said by Jennings in
his book, “With what rage anti-Gaullists of both the left and the right, the Communists and the
Vichyites, relentlessly propagate the myth of a London Resistance. To both sides, I counter with
the truth; Free France was African.”17 Jennings uses the evidence from these archives to illustrate
how much of an African resistance it was compared to a White European resistance.
Laurent Douzou who is professor and historian wrote a paper in 2019 about the change
in historiography by Gaullists and explained it as Rousso does by the lens of memory,
Obsessed with the hazy period between 1939 and 1941 when the party apparatus linked
to Moscow was not committed to outright resistance, they endeavoured – though failed –
to control the history that was written. In practice Gaullist memory gradually triumphed
over its communist counterpart.18
This demonstrates how much Rousso has influenced the historiography of France during the
Second World War. Douzou uses Vichy Syndrome and another work of Rousso’s to help show
how over time Gaullists rewrote history to help absolve them of “their sin” of not resisting
earlier. Eoin McManus is another historian who changes and corrects the myths about the French
Communists who resisted. McManus uses secondary sources from Pike and a few other
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historians like Gildea and Crowdy. McManus uses Gildea and Crowdy’s work to help prove that
no one group was fully resisting the Germans in 1941, “When criticizing the Communists for
failing to launch an armed resistance before Operation Barbarossa, it is important to note that
there was little to no armed resistance from other groups or parties either.”19 The communists
were in a great position to resist compared to the other groups when people actively resisted
because of how they were treated by both the Third Republic and Vichy France, “Communists
eventually entered the war in the summer of 1941, they were arguably the group that was most
capable of engaging in an effective resistance, for they had significant experience in operating on
the margins of society, as well as being oppressed and hunted by the State”20. Because a large
number of communists did not actively resist before 1941, this has been viewed by other
Frenchmen as them not resisting at all until 1941.
The Context of Resistance
The French Resistance fought against the German occupation by using both passive and
active means of resistance. The occupation started in June of 1940, the north was occupied by
Germany, Nice, and the surrounding area by the Italians and the rest under the jurisdiction of
Vichy who answered to Germany as stipulated in the armistice. After Operation Torch, the
Allied invasion of French North Africa in 1942, the Germans and their Italian allies launched
their operation named Case Anton which was the invasion of Vichy to put the rest of France
under German and Italian occupation. Case Anton was launched in 1942 as well and marked the
end of Vichy as an independent state of its own right and continued to exist as a puppet state
under Germany. A vast majority of the population did support the armistice and accepted Vichy
as the lawful government but some chose to fight. Some of those who fought against this
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passively resisted. Passive resistance is defined as resisting in nonviolent ways such as a shop
owner choosing to close their store at the same time German forces were on their break to make
it an inconvenience to them or a Frenchmen working slowly at their workplace that supports the
war effort. Others preferred more active means of resisting, which is defined as the use of
violence to achieve their objectives. An example is refusing to cooperate with German forces and
fighting to not give up information about the Resistance or more direct military operations such
as carrying out assassinations like the assassination of German Field Commander Karl Hotz.
The act of resisting against the Germans was not popular before 1941; this did not mean
people chose not to resist, either passively or actively. Following the Occupation of France, there
was small-scale resistance against German forces, mostly passive resistance. De Gaulle tried to
rally French forces to the Allied cause from his base in London with a speech that has been
referred to as the Appeal of 18 June. De Gaulle only successfully rallied around 8000 Frenchmen
to his cause along with a dozen or so ships that formed the basis of the Free French navy. The
Resistance started to get more popularity in mid-1941 when communists were allowed to resist
by the Soviet Union. Another impact on support for the Resistance was the United States joining
the war against the Axis providing the Allies with the production and resources they needed to
defeat Germany. Free France also started to gain legitimacy with the acquisition of more French
overseas territories like the acquisition of Madagascar in 1942, which added to the rise in the
popularity of resistance. In 1943, resistance grew further when the National Council of the
Resistance (CNR) was formed by Jean Moulin on the orders of General de Gaulle. The CNR
faced issues from within at the start because of tensions that flared up between the Gaullists and
the non-Gaullists. Even after these efforts by the Allies, resistance members were still a small
minority of the overall population, “It has been estimated that 2 percent of the French population

(about 400,000) were active resistors, with some authorities claiming a figure as high as 5
percent. In addition, there were perhaps no fewer than 10 percent (2 million) who were passive
resisters, sympathetic enough to read underground newspapers and turn a blind eye here and
there.”21 The resistance was a minority of the population but was still large enough to cause the
German occupiers issues.
The Resistance was made up of many different kinds of people including women, people
Germany persecuted, prisoners of war, French communists, and also some Spanish Republicans
from the Spanish civil war that wanted to help. Before the war, the French government and
military were wary of a communist takeover of the country because of the strikes and civil
disobedience caused by the communist party who was rightly believed to be acting on the orders
of Moscow as discussed earlier. This changed during World War II partly when de Gaulle
became friendly with the USSR because of Joseph Stalin’s recognition of de Gaulle as the
rightful leader of France instead of Vichy22. As a result of these friendlier relations, de Gaulle
made gestures to the communist, like supporting the trials and imprisonment of officials in
Algiers that supported Vichy. The communists viewed these officials as traitors and
collaborators. This allowed de Gaulle to convince the communists to side with him and his
resistance forces. The main communist resistance organization was the Francs-Tireurs et
Partisans (FTP). The FTP was an armed resistance group created by the French Communist Party
(PCF) in late 1941. One cell within the FTP was The Manouchian Group, led by Missak
Manouchian. This group operated in and around Paris, using a variety of tactics to disrupt
German forces in the area. The Manouchian Group conducted assassinations, bombings against
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infrastructure used by the Germans, and the use of small arms and grenades to ambush patrols.23
It would have caused the Allies great difficulty if they had to fight the Germans while at the
same time keeping the peace between the Communists and other forces.
The Communists proved they would fight the enemy on any French soil they could
reach, including inside of metropolitan France before D-Day. For example, they participated in
the Liberation of Corsica. This happened in October of 1943 right after the Italian declaration of
peace with the Allies and their declaration of war on the Axis. Fighting on Corsica was done by
Free French Forces and Italian forces loyal to their king who were already on the island and
supported by the Resistance on the island. The Allies didn’t want to send any of their forces
which is why the fighting on Corsica was done by such a unique variety of forces, with the
communist resistance groups having the greatest impact on the liberation of Corsica. The huge
role they played in the liberation of Corsica shows the benefit of communists in the Resistance.
The liberation was done by armed resisters who were mostly attached to the National Front,
which had a significant communist core.24 This event allowed the communists to be seen as one
of the biggest and influential groups of the Resistance by the amount of damage they could do
and support they could count on to resist the Germans and kick them out of their homeland.
The effects of Communist Resistance
At the end of 1940, a French chemical engineer by the name of Victor Renelle who was
head of a laboratory, was arrested in Paris by German forces for reforming his union again.25
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Renelle was sentenced to be imprisoned for six months for his actions and due to the Germans
finding propaganda leaflets at his home. The Germans proposed that he could be released early if
he agreed to use his services for the German industry.26 According to one of Renelle’s
colleagues, “the engineer replied that a release acquired under such conditions would make him a
traitor to his country”27. Renelle actively resisted the German occupiers by refusing to work for
them and contributing to their war effort. Due to his defiance, Renelle was transferred to
Châteaubriant and was locked up for about a year until circumstances changed due to a
communist-led resistance attack.
On October 20, 1941, communist resisters successfully assassinated Field Commander
Karl Hotz who oversaw the German occupation of Nantes. Due to his assassination, the Germans
ordered that civilians, including Renelle, be killed in retaliation. This is a fate he and other
resistors shared because of their defiance against the German occupation and at times these
reprisals were carried out like in Renelle’s case. In Renelle’s case, it was not his resistance that
had him killed but the actions of Resistance members. As Renelle wrote on the day he died, “I
am taken as a hostage with about thirty of my comrades for an incident which I do not know
about and which happened in Nantes. And I will probably be shot soon. What to say to you my
poor darling, as well as to our beloved daughter and to my mother? Words are incapable of
capturing such an intense minute. You will remember: October 22 at 2 o'clock in the
afternoon.”28 The first part of the quote talks about being held hostage with thirty others that
were pointed out were to be executed in retaliation for the attack against Hotz. On October 22, a
group of people that included Renelle were executed by the Germans which included twenty-
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seven communists from the Chateaubriant camp, sixteen prisoners in Nantes including six
veterans' leaders, and five Nantais held at Fort Romainville in Paris.29 The perpetrators of the
assassination were discussed in a German report from November 1941, “The joint efforts of the
German and French police have succeeded in clearing up the group of perpetrators of the Paris
attacks and the murder of Lieutenant Colonel Hotz in Nantes. Several accomplices have been
arrested and confessed that they come from an excellently organized young communist terrorist
group.”30 The Paris attacks show the boldness the Communists had in attacking German troops
because of the large German presence in Paris. Communists normally preferred direct active
resistance like in this case the assassination of a German officer. This would not be the first nor
the last time German forces executed civilians as a way of deterring support for the Resistance.
Renelle was one of many individuals who were selected and killed as a reprisal for
operations that were carried out by the resistance to dissuade support for the resistance. In this
case, Communist resistors assassinated a German official and around 48 people were executed in
retaliation. According to historian McManus,
FTP armed action did incur German Army reprisals, which were generally inflicted on
the population where the incident took place. The impact that FTP action and German
reprisals had could be quite varied. A decree by Hitler issued on 16 September 1941
stated that the death of a German soldier should be followed by the execution of 50 to
100 communists.31
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While these actions were taken to deter the populace from supporting the Communist resistors
and other groups, it had the opposite effect and increased support for the Communists and the
Resistance. As German reprisals became more commonplace as the war dragged on and later
with Vichy no longer able to protect the population, people began to be more open to the idea of
resistance along with supporting such activities, “ the Service du travail obligatoire (STO)
programme, the German occupation of the southern zone, German reprisals and brutality, caused
a significant rise in civil disobedience and increased support for the communist resisters.”32. This
shows that while communist actions did bring harm to the local populace, their actions increased
support for resistance and communists as a whole rather than decreased support for both.
Programs such as the STO proved partly counter-productive to the Germans: while it expanded
the German labor force, it increased Resistance membership and attacks.
One of the unintended side effects of these assassinations and reprisals was how other
members of the Resistance viewed the communists. Not everyone agreed with the Communists
and their methods of resisting which regularly involved violent acts like ambushing squads and
killing them.33 Other Resistance members feared that these actions would drive people away
from wanting to join and support the Resistance because the Communist’s actions normally
resulted in the Germans retaliating against the local populace.34 McManus’s research has shed
light on this by showing how the Communists could do more harm than good at times,
“Communist assassinations then had the potential to cause anger in the areas where an
assassination was carried out and could do more harm to the Resistance than good, particularly if
the assassin was not a local.”35 For example in the assassination of Hotz, the retaliation made the
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local populace angry due to them being closely related to the people who were killed by the
authorities in retaliation.36 After this, resistance groups discussed if these kinds of tactics were
beneficial or detrimental to the Resistance because of the lack of support they might have in an
area after an operation was completed.37 While the reprisals were harsh on the civilian
population, they did not decrease the overall support of the resistance. These types of tactics that
the communists used were worth the cost since the Resistance was able to tie down a large
number of German forces who lived in fear of being attacked.
This helps to show the positive and negative effects of the communists in the French
resistance. The communists were able to strike fear into the German occupation force and make
the occupation a costly endeavor. The German retaliated against these attacks by reprisals on the
civilian population usually in the form of executions but this deterred only a small number of
people from supporting the communists and the Resistance as a whole. These executions against
the civilian population made other resistance groups question the communists and their methods
which fueled their distrust of the communists and after the war, made it easier to downplay their
involvement. Overall, the communists were able to deal real damage to the German occupation
while enjoying support from the local populace who hated the Germans for the reprisals and
work programs the populace was forced to endure.
Lucie Aubrac: A Communist-Aligned Resistor
One communist-aligned resistance member was Lucie Aubrac, whose husband Raymond
Aubrac was also part of the French Resistance. Lucie Aubrac was a member of the Young
Communists in France from 1932 to 1934 where she met some of the people who later fought g
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alongside her in the Resistance.38 Raymond Aubrac was a soldier in the French Army at the start
of the war until he was imprisoned in 1940 as a prisoner of war. He escaped on his own from
imprisonment after a short stay. They resisted by providing social services like care packages to
resistors in prison, intelligence gathering, and making and distributing propaganda. Both Aubracs
helped co-found the Libération-sud (Liberation-South) resistance group with Emmanuel d'Astier
and a few others they were acquainted with. Starting in 1942, d’Astier and Jean Moulin
discussed the possibility of uniting the resistance groups into a single national resistance
organization. Finally in 1943, de Gaulle sent Moulin to France with the code name Max, with the
intent of forming this national resistance organization, known as the CNR. While Lucie Aubrac
was a member of the Communist youth and allowed communists to join their resistance group,
she was not a member of the party during the war.39 This is important to note because her voice
was never silenced or down played; she was given a medal for her accomplishments in freeing
her husband from the Gestapo.40 She played a big part in the operation to free her husband while
pregnant and besides the medal, became a member of the Consultative Assembly in Paris, the
first woman to do so.41 While her role was not downplayed in the resistance, she was not often
connected to her communist beliefs.
Lucie and Raymond Aubrac resisted the German occupation in several different ways.
One example of how they resisted was their resistance newspaper, Liberation Nord.42 Raymond
Aubrac wrote editorials on foreign policy for Liberation while Lucie Aubrac helped to distribute
them.43 Another example is Lucie Aubrac using her position as a teacher at a school to resist by
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refusing to show her students Nazi propaganda films and exhibits. She wrote a letter to the
principal when she was tasked with taking students to a traveling exhibit on racial characteristics,
saying the following, “The teachers of history and literature, whose duty it is to convey to their
students and in addition to culture, a taste for freedom and tolerance, wish to state that they
consider it unworthy of their mission to take their classes to such an exhibit.”44 She also
managed to get four other teachers to sign the letter and another four to take a sick day on the
day of the field trip to the exhibit to show their disapproval of the trip.45 One last example of
their resistance was the collection of goods to give to fellow resistors that were in prison. Lucie
Aubrac made care packages for Resistance fighters imprisoned by the Germans; she collected
canned goods, money, and sweets to help them out and boost their morale.46 These are only a
few examples of the types of resistance that Lucie, and Raymond Aubrac committed.
Aubrac's story shows that communist-aligned individuals resisted the German occupation
of their nation. The story for this couple is different from most other types of resistors, the couple
married before the occupation in December of 1939 and had their first child together in 1941.
They helped found a resistance cell together, resisted together by posing as a couple while
gathering intelligence and started a family together while they participated in the Resistance
which was a very rare occurrence.47 This made their resistance activities easier to hide at times
since they posed together as a couple for resistance activities and also made their home as a
hideout unique since it was an actual ‘home’. Then in 1943, everything changed for the Aubracs
such as her being pregnant with their second child and the capture of Raymond. In June 1943,
Raymond Aubrac was captured by the Gestapo during a raid in which Jean Moulin, the founder
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of the CNR, was arrested. Raymond and Moulin were tortured on an almost daily basis by Klaus
Barbie who was head of the Gestapo in Lyons.48 While Lucie was about four to five months
pregnant, she planned the rescue attempt and was heavily involved in the intelligence-gathering
process like getting in disguise to infiltrate a police station to see her husband.49 She was also a
part of the crew that liberated Raymond and did so while pregnant out of the strong love she had
for him. In the end, all three of the Aubracs’ were able to escape from occupied France via a
plane and landed in England with Lucie giving birth to their second child just days after they had
landed. The fact that Lucie, while several months pregnant, was able to go toe to toe with Barbie
the infamous “Butcher of Lyons”, made her famous. Barbie was merciless at his job, torturing
and killing several thousand people which is how he earned his nickname. Barbie had captured
her husband and Aubrac went undercover as his lover to gain information about him. This led to
Aubrac going straight into Barbie’s office during their first interaction together and comforting
him directly about his husband’s whereabouts.50
Lucie Aubrac wrote her memoir about 40 years after they had happened, at the same time
the trial against Klaus Barbie was ongoing in 1984. Aubrac wrote her memoirs in response to
Barbie’s accusations during his trial that Lucie’s husband was part of the reason why Jean
Moulin was captured and killed.51 Lucie Aubrac wrote her memoir in the form of a diary to set
the record straight about what she and her husband went through because of Barbie. Barbie tried
to sow doubt in the public about the case by telling lies about Raymond Aubrac’s involvement in
Moulin’s death. Barbie wanted to sow doubt by suggesting Jean Moulin had no option other than
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suicide upon learning of the plan to deliver him to the Gestapo.52 Aubrac wrote her book in the
form of a diary from May 1943 to February 1944 to show what was happening throughout the
days, weeks, and months before and after her husband's capture. Her account shows how
Raymond Aubrac could not have been responsible for Moulin’s capture by giving her side of the
story and recording Raymond’s first-hand account of the event.53 Lucie Aubrac wrote what her
husband said about what had happened during the arrest and the sequential events after the arrest
until his rescue. This was done to try and prove that Rene Hardy was the most likely person to
have been the informer to the Gestapo. Hardy was a member of the French Resistance but was
seduced by a woman who had ties with the Gestapo and allegedly made him cooperate with the
Gestapo after being caught in a trap. Hardy was accused by Raymond Aubrac as a Gestapo
informant since he shouldn't have known about his meeting with Moulin: “As far as Raymond is
concerned, Hardy’s guilt is established beyond any doubt. He doesn’t understand why the man
was even present at the meeting. The day before, in Tete-d’Or park, Max had mentioned only
Aubry.”54 Aubry is in reference to Henri Aubry, who was a resistance member and the only other
one to have known about the meeting with various heads of resistance groups to discuss tactics
besides Raymond. Hardy was seen by Aubrac and others to have not been handcuffed by the
police and when Hardy made his escape, the police aimed shots at everywhere but him.55
Whether or not this was the case will never fully be known since Hardy’s flight from Caluire
suggests he cooperated with the Gestapo but his death in 1987 makes it impossible to know the
complete truth.56 Aubrac’s memoir helped the Aubracs in a libel suit against Jacques Verges,
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Barbie’s lawyer.57 While not all damage to their reputation was repaired, it did go a long way in
helping prove her husband's innocence to the accusations of being an informer. This shows what
two famous communist-aligned individuals went through to free France from German
occupation.
The Maquis
The Maquis were resistance fighters who sought to escape Vichy and German authorities
in rural communities or deep in the interior of France and were a small group that played a minor
but important role in the Resistance. Some of the Maquis groups were communist or communist
aligned and were involved in the FTP. The Maquis formed in 1942 and were active in 17 regions
inside of France. The Maquis were individuals who were primarily trying to get away from the
Service du travail obligatoire (Compulsory Work Service; STO) and numbered around 40,000.
Once Germany fully occupied France in 1942 and the STO was expanded, support for the French
Resistance in the south increased since they were no longer protected by Vichy,
German occupation of France in November 1942, as well as the extension of the STO,
had a dramatic effect on the war...German rule and brutality was then felt in areas of
France that had been shielded from it by the existence of Vichy and so resistance activity
and support by the French in the south began to increase.58
The biggest factor was the expansion of the STO, which caused an uptick in recruitment for the
Maquis, “the extension of the STO programme to include farm labourers was a significant act in
the war, since it also dealt a severe blow to the support of Vichy and Petain. This policy caused a
surge in the numbers of the Maquis”59 This allowed the Resistance to have a rural resistance
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force that had a steady stream of recruits that helped the Allies by gathering information on the
Germans in these remote locations.
The Maquis provided the Allies with a great deal of intelligence, like the position of
German defensive positions and the order of battle of the local garrison. This was relayed by
radio and at set times as to avoid detection and to give all the information at once, “as possible of
its traffic on the late-night, one-way broadcasts, reserving the regularly scheduled exchanges for
messages from the field and thereby reducing the team's time on the air and the opportunities for
enemy monitoring or direction-finding.”60 The Maquis played an important role in intelligence
and sabotage during D-Day. The Germans were delayed, sometimes only by hours, in their
efforts to stop D-Day; those few hours made a difference since the Allies faced less resistance
when landing. One such exploit of the Maquis which Robert Kehoe was involved with was the
attack on Paimpol peninsula, which helped to secure the area as well as capture German soldiers
for intel as well as to remind the Germans to fearful of the resistance, “ I had seen the first
German POWs a few days earlier in one of the local towns, where 30 had surrendered to the FFI.
At this stage, crestfallen and fearful of what the resistance might do to them, they were a dreary
looking lot.“61 This is only one example of how the Maquis played their part in the resistance
like their actions during and after D-Day and Operation Dragoon, the landings in Southern
France.
The Maquis worked with other groups in the French Resistance to fight the German
occupation, such as communist and communist aligned groups like the Aubrac’s resistance
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group. Lucie Aubrac worked with and on behalf of the Maquis on quite a few occasions during
her attempts to rescue her husband from Barbie. One example of her working on behalf of the
Maquis was during a rescue operation from a hospital where Lucie Aubrac and a few others went
undercover as medical staff and the Gestapo.62 One of the men liberated was a Pole who was a
member of the Maquis, “I’m sitting next to one of the liberated men, a pole who, in his own
country, had fought against the Pilsudski dictatorship. In 1939 he enrolled in the Foreign Legion
and now is joining a maquis in the Haute-Loire department.”63 An example of Aubrac working
with the Maquis was during her and her family’s time trying to stay low after the prison break.
The Germans were on the hunt for Lucie Aubrac and her family but were moved from safehouse
to safehouse as the Maquis helped in hiding them while waiting for their flight out of France.
The Maquis and their impact on the Germans are best summed up by Lucie Aubrac, “The
mountains are no longer safe, what with all the men who have gone there to escape from the
forced labor edicts and the organization of new maquis units.”64 This shows how different groups
inside the resistance worked with communist and communist-aligned groups to fight the German
occupation, Vichy, and their supporters.
Conclusion
The Communist side of the resistance was one of the best equipped to resist and perhaps
the most efficient group due to their training and tactics they used. They gained valuable
experience hiding from the state who was after them from August 1939 until five years later and
they had experience in combat operations due to the skills they picked up in the Spanish Civil
War. They were also one of the first groups to use more direct and active forms of resistance
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such as assassinations and sabotage. Proving that while there was a civilian cost to these types of
operations, they succeeded in disrupting German operations and forces. There was only a limited
amount of backlash from the populace against the Resistance with most of it being directed at the
German occupation forces. The blowback from the reprisals was minimal at best. The ability for
the communists to work well with groups inside of the resistance proves that they are team
players and worked to free France from the German occupation. While de Gaulle was worried
about a communist takeover due to their influence, this was more fearful thinking rather than
anything substantial. The communists struck fear into the hearts of German officials and troops
which contributed to the disorganization of German forces during operations in France like DDay
The Resistance often worked with Free French forces and Allied forces before the
invasion of France. The Resistance would radio in and give information on the status of German
units and get orders on targets to disable and/or destroy. So to help with this task of
communication between the two groups, the Free French would lend personnel to the Allies to
translate. One such person was Jacques Barchilon who was an interpreter and driver who was a
liaison to General Eisenhower, head commander of the forces in D-Day.65 Individuals like
Barchilon coordinated with the various resistance groups like the Communists and Maquis. They
were contacted for intelligence about German forces in the area. This allowed Allied
commanders to have detailed plans for D-Day. When the invasion went through, the Resistance
became an official force within the Free French forces and helped bolster the manpower of the
Allied army, the French army became the fourth largest Allied army at the end of the war.
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Because of the nature of the Resistance, the Free French army had a semi-trained army waiting
for them once they secured a beachhead in France.
This was a major factor in allowing the Allies to push and expand the territory they had
without needing to train and transport a new army to hold this territory. It’s much easier to equip
and supply an already standing army than it is to do the above and train them as well as
transporting them across the Atlantic since the United States by this point was one of the few
Allied nations able to field a large amount of manpower. The Allies at this time, while not short
of manpower, for the most part, were short of experienced and trained personnel that were
needed in a short amount of time. At the time the British were suffering manpower shortages as
well as the Soviets and while the Americans did have the manpower, they still needed to recruit
and train them and transport them which would take a few to several months to accomplish. The
fact that they were able to provide over one million semi-trained personnel, was a big boost to
the Allied cause in terms of manpower and the logistics in training these men.
The communists benefited greatly from the actions they committed in the Resistance. The
communists saw an increase in support among the population after the war. According to
historian Gildea, “The Communist Party, which emerged in 1945-6 as the largest political party
in France with over 5 million voters (26 per cent of the total) and over 800,000 members”.66 The
communists after the war were able to get the greatest number of seats in the French legislative
body in 1945 but not enough to get a majority on their own. This shows the popularity among the
populace the communists enjoyed. This helped to promote fears within the French government
which was led by de Gaulle and his supporters to limit communist influence and in turn, try to
limit the communist involvement in the resistance. The communists were a valued asset of the
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Resistance that enabled the Allies to gain valuable intel and a well trained-force in the
Resistance. These communists forces also took direct action against the enemy with almost no
negative side effects and tied down a large number of German divisions. Their increase in
support resulted from these actions but lost popularity because of myths that were formed by de
Gaulle and the Gaullists.
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